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ABSTRACT

This research aims to analyze how Georgia Southern University handled COVID19 through a public relations perspective using the discourse of renewal theory. In order
to do this, this research looks at the communication sent from the University to the
faculty, staff, and students during the time periods of March to April of 2020 and July to
August of 2020. The three research questions this research will examine are: how did the
University apply the discourse of renewal theory to speak to the students, faculty, and
staff regarding COVID-19, how did the University use its email system to communicate
with the students, faculty, and staff, and how did the University use its social media
accounts to communicate with the students, faculty, and staff? In order to answer these
questions, a codebook was created to record the most common words/phrases/hashtags
during both time periods on communication from the University via email and social
media. The research found that the University utilized all categories of the discourse of
renewal theory. The research found that the emails predominantly used the discourse of
renewal categories that meets the needs of stakeholders and the community along with
prospective foci that is provisional and genuine. However, the social media accounts
predominantly used the category culture and values within the discourse of renewal
theory.
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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic hit the world at an alarming rate and drastically
impacted many countries around the world with school, business, restaurant, etc. closures
(Singh & Singh, 2020). For most crises, businesses and organizations have some warning
due to their environmental scanning, which is when a business or organization will
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monitor the environment to see if there is a present or imminent crisis on the horizon.
However, the pandemic was a crisis where no one was at fault and that no one could
avoid. This crisis hit everyone, and no one had a crisis plan for it because it was
unforeseen as well as unprecedented because we hadn’t faced a pandemic in the last 100
years. No one had a plan to fall back on, and because of this, the COVID-19 pandemic
will change how we think of public relations crisis communication in the future. This
crisis also specifically hit universities and schools because while every business and
organization had to face the pandemic, universities and schools had to face it in a very
unique way. Universities and schools were responsible for their faculty, staff, and
students. Georgia Southern University had to assess the situation and decide whether or
not the campuses were safe for faculty, staff, and students. The University decided to
move classes completely online and close the campuses to students for the remainder of
the spring semester of 2020 following a two-week spring break. For the academic year
2020-2021, the University decided to utilize a hybrid format of half online and half in
person classes with face masks and half capacity for in person classes. Throughout all of
this, the University had to keep communication open with the students and parents to
inform them of the pandemic and how it was handling it. This crisis is so unique because
we haven’t faced a pandemic of this magnitude since the 1918 pandemic, but Georgia
Southern was not alone in facing this pandemic (Unwin, 2021). Every university across
the world had to address these issues and form a crisis plan. This pandemic will change
how organizations, especially Universities, handle crises in the future.
This research will address how Georgia Southern University handled the COVID19 pandemic from a public relations perspective. The pandemic hit rapidly in the
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beginning of 2020 and most organizations had little time to prepare. Like most, the
University assumed the best, and issued an extended spring break. After a very rapid
outbreak across the nation, the University decided to move all classes and most
administrative activities online. This meant students could not return to campus and those
living in dorms had to vacate. This was something unprecedented in the history of the
University. Starting in the fall for the 2020-2021 academic year, the University moved to
a hybrid format. This meant students would have a mixture of online and in person
classes. Throughout this entire pandemic, the University had to keep open
communication with the student body to inform them of the pandemic and how it would
affect the University. There are multiple ideologies and theories that examine how an
organization handles a public relations crisis. In this research, the topics that will be
outlined are what crisis communication is, the discourse of renewal theory, social media
crisis communication, and crisis communication during a pandemic. All of these will be
utilized to help analyze how the University handled the pandemic. This will help see
what tactics the University did and did not use in addressing this crisis.
The study within this research will involve looking back at the past
communication sent out to the faculty, staff, and students from the University regarding
COVID-19. To do this, this study will use a rhetorical analysis methodology and utilize a
codebook. This codebook will help to show the type of language the University is using
in their communication and how it pairs to the theories discussed in the lit review. This
codebook will analyze the communication that was sent out through mass emails as well
as the social media posts that the University posted. There will be two time periods
covered within the code book. The time period from March to April 2020 and the time
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period of July to August 2020. These two time periods were chosen to see the difference
in how the University communicated during an immediate crisis and an anticipated crisis.
The time period of March to April 2020 was when the University first moved to
completely online and required the student body to vacate the dorms if able. The second
time period of July to August 2020 will show when the University was preparing for the
2020-2021 school year. The first time period will show how the University responded to
an immediate crisis because that was when the pandemic had just hit. The second time
period will show how the University responded to an anticipated crisis because the
University had time to decide and plan how to format the Fall 2020 semester.
Literature Review
Crisis Communication
Reirson, Sellnow, & Ulmer (2013) regard an organizational crisis as an
“unexpected, and nonroutine event or series of events that create high levels of
uncertainty and simultaneously present an organization with both opportunities for and
threats to its high-priority goals” (p. 7). Because crises are such a big deal to
organizations and the public, and because they have these particular characteristics,
organizations need an effective way to communicate to and calm the public.
Coombs dives into this practice further by illustrating the many different response
strategies. Coombs (2015b) divides his response strategies into three sections: instructing
information, adjusting information, and reputation repair. Instructing information
strategies deal with stakeholders protecting themselves physically, while adjusting
information deals with stakeholders protecting themselves psychologically (Coombs,
2015b). Reputation repair is the strategy that will be focused on heavily throughout this
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thesis. Reputation repair “seeks to reduce the negative effects a crisis has on the
organization’s reputation and related assets” (Coombs, 2015b, p.142.) This strategy
response most resembles what the University implemented because the pandemic was not
something that could be “fixed.” The University had to focus on making the negative
effects of the pandemic as small and manageable as possible. This strategy is organized
into four groups which are denial, reducing offensiveness, bolstering, and redress
(Coombs, 2015b). Denial is the process of severing the connection between the
organization and the crisis (Coombs, 2015b). Reducing offensiveness is the process of an
organization acknowledging their responsibility but still claiming they had little control
of the situation (Coombs, 2015b, p.143). Bolstering is a tactic that seeks “to add positive
information to the crisis situation” (Coombs, 2015b, p.143). The last tactic is redress in
which the organization prioritizes the concerns of the victims in the crisis (Coombs,
2015b). Each strategy and tactic come with its own set of pros and cons. This thesis will
mainly focus on those tactics under reputation repair because that is what the University
focused on during the pandemic. The University focused on prioritizing the positives and
not the negatives, and it wanted to make sure the love and positive attitude toward the
University remained within the public.
Even though strategy is an important thing within crisis communication, it is not
the only important thing. The timing of the response can also drastically impact your
communication. There are two main types of crisis timing strategies which are ex-ante
crisis strategy and ex-post crisis strategy. Claeys and Cauberghe (2011) state “crisis
communication research found that organizations that use an ex-ante crisis strategy are
perceived as more credible than those who use an ex-post crisis timing strategy” (p. 84).
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A popular ex-ante crisis strategy is stealing thunder. “Stealing thunder” refers to bringing
an organization’s weaknesses to light before another person or entity has the opportunity
(Coombs, 2015b, p.144). Coombs (2015b) states “stealing thunder research consistently
demonstrates that a crisis inflicts significantly less reputational and other damage to an
organization when the organization is the source of the initial report about the crisis
compared to when another party, such as the news media, is the first to release the
information” (p.144). This can be seen within the University response in the way it would
constantly send out information to the students, faculty, and staff, so they could hear it
from the University before another source.
Discourse of Renewal Theory
Xu (2018) states the “discourse of renewal represents a shift of mindset regarding
a crisis” (p. 109). The discourse of renewal theory represents seeing a crisis as an
opportunity for an organization to grow. This is vastly different from other crisis theories,
such as image repair theory and situational crisis communication theory. Both of these
deal with viewing a crisis as a threat and focusing solely on image repair and crisis. The
crisis the University faced this past year with the pandemic is unique. This crisis hit every
organization and company around the world. It also was not the sole fault of any
company/organization, and no company/organization could truly do anything to stop it.
Each company and organization had to face this crisis head on. Ulmer and Sellnow
(2002) state
in some instances, however, the assumption of organizational wrongdoing does
not arise as the dominant rhetorical imperative, and in these cases, there is an
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opportunity to replace the discourse of apology and defense with a more
optimistic discourse of rebuilding and renewal (p. 362).
This articulates the reasons why the discourse of renewal theory is the best public
relations crisis strategy to use while analyzing the ways in which the University handled
the pandemic.
Both of the previous articles (Xu as well as Ulmer and Sellnow) show the ways in
which discourse of renewal have been studied and their conclusions about the theory. Xu
(2018) states “discourse of renewal is based on engagement with the community and
stakeholders, prospective foci on learning and growing, efficient communication that is
provisional and genuine, and an emphasis on organizational culture and values” (p.
117). Engagement with the community and stakeholders relates to prioritizing the needs
of stakeholders and the community in order to have a strong foundation to move forward
on (Xu, 2018). Prospective foci relates to “an organization’s ability to translate the crisis
into a learning experience” (Xu, 2018, p. 117). Efficient communication that is
provisional and genuine is when communication is “genuine, natural, and organic, while
highlighting how the organization reflects on its core values and culture when addressing
the issues and problems” (Xu, 2018, p.117). Ulmer and Sellnow (2002) define discourse
of renewal very similarly by breaking up their article into sections based on stakeholder
commitment, commitment to correction, and core values. Both of these articles give
examples on how companies and organizations should use these ideals to communicate
throughout a crisis.
In Anderson and Guo’s (2020) study, they analyze the ways that Wells Fargo used
discourse of renewal theory to bounce its reputation back from their 2016 unauthorized
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account and 2018 mortgage crises. In order to analyze how Wells Fargo used discourse
of renewal theory, Anderson and Guo utilized a thematic analysis method to analyze the
types of communication that it used in its commercials and website during the campaign.
Anderson and Guo (2020) found that the tagline for the campaign was “Established 1985.
Re-established 2018”. This highlighted the discourse of renewal theory by showing Wells
Fargo’s dedication to improve their company for the future which relates to prospective
foci portion of the discourse of renewal theory (p.218). To further show how Wells Fargo
planned to improve during this crisis, it published on its website its four responses to the
crisis and specific ways it is trying to overcome it. The four responses were “(1)
“Building a Better Bank,” (2) “Putting Service First,” (3) “Upgrading our Banking
Features,” and (4) “Increasing Community Impact.” (Anderson & Guo, 2020, p. 219).
These four responses and the tactics that go with them also support the prospective foci
portion of the discourse of renewal theory. Wells Fargo also emphasizes another
discourse of renewal idea of emphasizing core values in their “Reaffirming our
Commitment” commercial emphasizing the role it plays in its community (Anderson &
Guo, 2020). Overall, Wells Fargo is a great example of using the discourse of renewal
theory to use a crisis as a positive way for a company to improve itself.
The discourse of renewal theory takes a more optimistic approach to a crisis and
sees the opportunities in them. It does this by engaging with stakeholders, having a
prospective approach to learning and growing, focusing on communication, and an
emphasis on core values. The pandemic hit every company and organization around the
world. It was a crisis that no one could fix or plan for. That is why using the discourse of

10
renewal will be the perfect theory to analyze the ways in which the University handled
the pandemic through a public relations perspective.
Social Media Crisis Communication
In today’s time period, social media has become a way in which the public
receives news on events and organizations. Due to this new wave of media, it is
important for organizations to recognize this as a way to communicate with its public(s).
Špoljarić (2020) states social media can be a great medium to communicate with during a
crisis because it allows for one-way and two-way communication along with lower levels
of perceived crisis within the public. In a study conducted by Špoljarić (2020) in regard
to crisis communication, they found “90% of the participants would expect a response,
but mostly on social media excluding YouTube (which is the social media where the
crisis occurred) and/or on company’s official website” (p. 27). Špoljarić (2020) also
found participants wanted a more personal rather than corporate tone in the response.
Eriksson (2018) states one of the most important aspects of effective crisis
communication through social media is “about taking actions in social media that
demonstrate that the organization is listening to affected or critical citizens and
consumers during crisis situations” (p. 531). This is especially important in instances
where the public has been or will be deeply affected by this crisis. Another factor in
effective communication is choosing the right platform that has credibility within the
public and using this platform to give fast and timely updates on the crisis (Eriksson,
2018). All of these factors deal with communication during the actual crisis, but Eriksson
also highlights pre-crisis necessities for using social media. Eriksson (2018) states that in
order to effectively communicate through social media during a crisis, organizations need
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to already be familiar with using social media and to already have a platform/following.
Having this done pre-crisis will allow the public to know where to seek out information
as well as allow the organization to monitor arising and current crises (Eriksson, 2018).
Even though social media is a relatively new media, it can be utilized as a great form of
communication with the public especially during times of crises.
Plessis (2018) looks at social media crisis communication through the lenses of
the discourse of renewal theory. The whole focus of the discourse of renewal theory is to
see the positives of a crisis and use it as an opportunity to better the organization. Plessis
(2018) focuses on looking at how GitLab utilized social media to perform a discourse of
renewal crisis strategy response during its data loss crisis. Plessis (2018) states
“interactions included collaborative support through dialogic content, thus also treating
the crisis as a learning process and taking positive action to recover” (p. 834). Some of
the actions GitLab took were stating the organization’s visions and plans moving
forward, what the company had learned, and what it would do to ensure an incident like
this didn’t happen again (Plessis, 2018). Plessis (2018) also states this action “made its
audience very receptive to a debriefing on the way forward, post-crisis as demonstrated in
the social media responses” (p. 834). GitLab did a great job of showing that even if a
crisis does not happen on social media, organizations can still utilize social media to
communicate with its public. GitLab also did a great job of demonstrating how to use the
discourse of renewal theory through social media and how to convey to your public the
positives of a crisis.
Mackay et al. (2021) did a study specifically on social media crisis
communication during the early stages of COVID-19. Mackay et al. (2021) state that
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“news media plays a critical role, providing accurate and factual information about the
risks to the public as well as reporting on the activities of government and organizations
to ensure accountability” (p. 2). Mackay et al. (2021) discusses how the public health and
news media are interconnected during a health crisis. Mackay et al. (2021) states that the
“media rely on public health for timely, accurate information, and public health relies on
the media for amplification of messages” (p.2). Mackay et al. show that this relationship
is important within crisis communication when they state, “crisis communication occurs
in a rhetorical arena where actors, including the public and news media, are co-producing
and responding to messaging” (p. 2). However, news media is not the only form of media
that Mackay et al. discuss. They also discuss the power of social media. Mackay et al.
(2021) state that “social media channels create crisis sub-arenas where various actors are
co-creating messaging, and crisis actors need to understand how the public is reacting to
their efforts in these various sub-arenas '' (p. 2). Mackay et al. (2021) states that “social
media provides an important platform that should be used, in conjunction with other
communication strategies, for two-way communication with the public as well as to
provide essential information about risks” (p.2). In today’s age, social media is a tool that
a vast majority of people use to receive their news. It is important for these actors to
understand the importance of social media within crisis communication.

Communication during a pandemic
Communication during a crisis is always important, but communication during a
worldwide crisis such as a pandemic is very important. It is important to make sure you
are getting accurate and timely information out to your public. Henrich and Holmes
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(2011) state that during pre-crisis organizations will want to “talk with members of the
public to identify the kinds of information they feel they would want in order to make
decisions during the crisis, who they want to deliver the messages (whom they trust), and
how the information is best delivered” (p. 610). Henrich and Holmes’ (2011) study found
that in the instance of a pandemic the public desired information such as high-risk
groups, how fast the disease spreads, case numbers of disease, how to reduce the risk of
infection, and the seriousness of infection. The study also found that in regard to a
vaccine, the public would want information on the side effects of the vaccine, the side
effects/symptoms of the disease, the safety and efficacy test on the vaccine, and
ingredients of the vaccine (Henrich and Holmes, 2011). In regard to how the public
wanted to hear the news, the study found that most heard of health crises first through the
media, but they found it untrustworthy (Henrich and Holmes, 2011). After learning of the
crisis through media, the public would then go to family doctors and the internet for their
own “research” (Henrich and Holmes, 2011, p. 615). Henrich and Holmes (2011) stated
“the most frequently mentioned sites were the WHO and CDC sites” (p. 616). During a
crisis such as a pandemic, organizations definitely need to pay attention to the needs and
desires of its public such as where and how they want their information. The Henrich and
Holmes (2011) study was conducted during a non-crisis time, but it gives insights into
these needs of the public.
Another study conducted by Jones, Waters, Holland, Bevins, and Iverson (2010)
was conducted to show which type of communication the public in Australia reacted to
best during the bird flu. Jones et. al (2010) found the public did not feel prepared when
they felt that the “government doesn’t have all the answers or that the country is
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unprepared” (p. 128). Jones et. al. (2011) stated “communication campaigns need to be
developed in such a way as to have no contradictions, no divisions of opinion, and no
gaps in information” (p.128). During a crisis, the public needs to feel like they are being
told all of the information while at the same time not feeling belittled. Jones et. al. (2010)
state “the tone should be calm, reflecting control, direct and personal” (p. 129). After this
research, a campaign was then introduced that focused on the public’s awareness of the
bird flu, actions that could reduce the bird flu, and community involvement and
cooperation. Jones et. al. (2011) found that after the campaign, participants took to the
actions to take against bird flu (some were still confused), but the public responded very
well to the professional yet personal “commercials” of the Chief Medical Officer giving
information. These two studies go to show that communication is important, especially
during a national health crisis. Organizations need to make sure to look and cater to the
public's needs during this time.
Research Questions
In research for the literature review, it was found that the discourse of renewal
theory would apply best to how the University handled the pandemic. The University
focused on seeing this situation as an opportunity to show the students, faculty, and staff
that it could effectively handle a crisis of this magnitude, especially when it was
immediate. This theory helped develop the first research question which is “How did the
University apply the discourse of renewal theory to speak to the students, faculty, and
staff regarding COVID-19?” It will be looked at in a similar way as the Wells Fargo
study, in which this research will focus on the specific words and phrases that the
University used within their communication. It was also found in research that the
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University communicated with the students, faculty, and staff primarily through email.
The University sent multitudes of mass emails throughout the pandemic to communicate
with and update the students, faculty, and staff. This helped develop the second research
question which is “How did the University use its email system to communicate with the
students, faculty, and staff”? This will help show the phrases and words the University
used within its mass emails and how they compared to the discourse of renewal theory.
However, this is not the only way that the University updated the students, faculty, and
staff. The University also used its social media platforms to send out updates and
communicate with the students, faculty, and staff. This helped develop the third, and last,
research question “How did the University use its social media accounts to communicate
with the students, faculty, and staff”? This will also help show the phrases and words the
University used within its mass emails and how they compared to the discourse of
renewal theory and if it differed from the communication in the mass emails.
RQ1: How did the University apply the discourse of renewal theory to speak to the
students, faculty, and staff regarding COVID-19?
RQ2: How did the University use its email system to communicate with the students,
faculty, and staff?
RQ3: How did the University use its social media accounts to communicate with the
students, faculty, and staff?
Method
Within research methods, there are two approaches: quantitative and qualitative.
S.K. (1992) states the main difference between the two is that “the quantitative approach
is objective and relies heavily on statistics and figures, the qualitative approach is
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subjective and utilises language and description” (p. 88). This research will utilize
concepts from both methods. Rhetorical analysis will be a part of the qualitative approach
because it will be a subjective view of the words and phrases the University used in its
communication to the students, faculty, and staff. The codebook will be a part of the
quantitative approach because it will be looking at the statistics and how many times and
during what periods certain words and phrases were used during the University’s
communication to the students, faculty, and staff. To analyze how the University handled
the pandemic through a public relations perspective, this research will look back at the
communication the University sent through emails and social media to the students,
faculty, and staff. This analysis will be broken down into two time periods. These will be
the time period of March and April 2020 when the University first moved to online
school, and the time period of July and August 2020 when the University went to a
flipped and online (half in-person, half online) format for the fall 2020 semester. This
research will focus on these two time periods because it shows how the University
handled an immediate crisis compared to an anticipated crisis. In the first time period, the
University is “kicking” students off campus and going to fully online classes, and the
second time period revolves around bringing students back to campus and returning to
“in-person” classes. Because these two time periods are so different, the communication
strategies, tactics, and tones also will be different. To analyze the communication, this
research will compare what the University did in relation to what is considered to be
effective crisis communication and how the discourse of renewal is applied. This research
will look at the type of communication the University sent out and decide what crisis
response(s) were implemented (instructing information, adjusting information, or
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reputation repair) and if these were used effectively. It will do this by examining if the
communication matched the ideals of each response strategy and if it completed its
intended purpose. In regards to the discourse of renewal theory, this research will assess
if the communication the University sent out matched the ideals of engagement with the
community and stakeholders, prospective foci on learning and growing, efficient
communication that is provisional and genuine, and an emphasis on organizational
culture and values.
In order to do this, this research will use a rhetorical analysis methodology.
Rhetorical analysis in this sense means “the analysis of acts of persuasion” (Leach, 2000,
p. 207). Rhetorical analysis started in ancient Greece when rhetorical scholars wished to
understand why certain discourses were persuasive. Zachary (2009) states, “in its basic
approach, rhetorical analysis shares many characteristics with a range of textual analysis
methods (p. 69). It requires the analyst to consider both the overall communicative
purpose of a text and how its constituent parts contribute to (or sometimes detract from)
the realisation of that purpose” (Zachry, 2009, p. 69). Aristotle and Plato were
determined to define “good” rhetoric from “bad” rhetoric (Leach, 2000, p. 208). Aristotle
articulated the ideas of ethos, pathos, and logos, with ethos being the credibility of the
author, pathos being the “appeal to emotion”, logos being the logical aspect of the
argument (Leach, 2000, p. 214). In regard to the communication from the University, this
research will analyze it using Aristotle and Plato’s ideas of “good” rhetoric, crisis
communication strategies, and the discourse of renewal theory. Rhetorical analysis is not
a summary of the communication but determining whether or not it was effective in what
it set out to do. Along with rhetorical analysis, this research will set up a codebook to
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help fully analyze how the University communicated with the students, faculty, and staff
(Appendix). This code book will list important words or phrases within the
communication and specify the number of times they were present. This will help to see
what words, phrases, communication styles, and tones the University did and did not use.
It will help show how many times the University communicated using the ideas from the
discourse of renewal theory, such as how many times the University used phrases
targeting the community and stakeholders, how many times the University used phrases
focused on how the University would learn and grow from this situation, how many times
the University used phrases that showed efficient and genuine communication, and how
many times the University used phrases that emphasized the University’s values. This
will be similar to the study mentioned earlier by Anderson and Guo that analyzed specific
phrases used during the Wells Fargo campaign and how it utilized the ideas discussed in
discourse renewal theory.
Analysis
For this research paper, the analysis will be broken down into emails, Instagram,
Facebook, and Twitter. Each of these sections will be broken down into two parts. One
part will focus on the time period from March to April of 2020, and the second part will
focus on the time period from July to August of 2020. The analysis is being conducted
this way to see the difference in communication from when students left campus in the
Spring to when they returned in the fall.
Email
The emails from the time period of March to April 2020 mainly focused on
getting information out to faculty, staff, and students regarding the pandemic. The most

19
common words/phrases within this time period were COVID-19, CDC, the different
forms of coronavirus (see appendix), resources, University System of Georgia, Georgia
Department of Public Health, and FAQ.
. See figure below for the amount of times each word/phrase is said.
Figure 1
The number of most common words/phrases through email from March to April in 2020
Word/phrase

Number of Occurrences

COVID-19

29

CDC

22

coronavirus

11

resources

11

University System of Georgia

11

Georgia Department of Public Health

9

FAQ

8

The emails from the time period of July to August also focused on getting
information out to faculty, staff, and students regarding the pandemic, but it also focused
on getting information out faculty, staff, and students on how the University was
handling the pandemic and the services they had in place to help. The most common
words/phrases during this time period were the different forms of return to campus (see
appendix), the different forms of COVID-19 (see appendix A), the different forms of
social distancing (see appendix), the different forms of CARES (see appendix A), and
Human resources (human resources and HR). See figure below for the amount of times
each word/phrase was used.
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Figure 2
The number of most common words/phrases through email from July to August in 2020
Word/phrase

Number of Occurrences

return to campus

80

social distancing

72

COVID-19

71

CARES

27

Human Resources

20

Instagram
The Instagram posts from the time period of March to April of 2020 utilized
recurring hashtags to help the University’s faculty, staff, and students feel connected even
while under lockdown and away from campus. The most common
words/phrases/hashtags during this time period were #MondayMotivation, #EagleNation,
#WellnessWednesday, Eagle Nation, and President Kyle Marrero. See the figure below
for the amount of times each word/phrase/hashtag was used.
Figure 3
The number of most common words/phrases/hashtags through Instagram from March to
April in 2020
Word/phrase/hashtag

Number of Occurrences

Eagle Nation

4

#EagleNation

3

#MondayMotivation

3

21
President Kyle

3

#WellnessWednesday

2

The Instagram post from the time period of July to August of 2020 also utilized
hashtags, but they are slightly different than the ones used within the first time period.
The most common words/phrases/hashtags within this time period were #EaglesDoRight,
#EagleNation, #TrueBlue, #StatesboroCampus, #GeorgiaSouthern, and
#TrueBlueAtHome. See figure below for the amount of times each word/phrase/hashtag
was used.
Figure 4
The number of most common words/phrases/hashtags through Instagram from July to
August in 2020

Facebook

Word/phrase/hashtag

Number of Occurrences

#TrueBlue

6

#EagleNation

4

#georgiasouthern

4

#statesborocampus

3

#EaglesDoRight

2

#TrueBlueAtHome

2
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The Facebook posts from the time period of March to April of 2020 are similar to
those on Instagram, but the hashtags most often used are slightly different and the amount
of times they occur is different because Facebook was the most used social media
platform by Georgia Southern during the pandemic. The most common
words/phrases/hashtags within this time period were #WellnessWednesday,
#EagleNation, COVID-19 pandemic, Eagles, #TrueBlueAtHome, and Georgia Southern.
See figure below for the amount of times each word/phrase/hashtag was used.
Figure 5
The number of most common words/phrases/hashtags through email from March to April
in 2020
Word/phrase/hashtag

Number of Occurrences

Eagles

9

Georgia Southern

8

#EagleNation

7

#TrueBlueAtHome

7

COVID-19 pandemic

6

#WellnessWednesday

5

The Facebook posts from the time period of July to August are similar to those of
the first time period, but they used multiple variants of hashtags and phrases which is
why the most common words/phrases/hashtags for this section are so small compared to
the others (see Appendix A to see the other hashtags). The most common
words/phrases/hashtags within this time period were Eagles, #EaglesDoRight, different
variations of community (see appendix A) and different variations of campus (campus
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and campuses). See figure below for the amount of times each word/phrase/hashtag was
used.
Figure 6
The number of most common words/phrases/hashtags through Facebook from July to
August in 2020
Word/phrase/hashtag

Number of Occurrences

#EaglesDoRight

9

Campus

8

Community

7

Eagles

6

Twitter
The Twitter tweets from the time period are very similar to those of Instagram and
Facebook. The University utilized hashtags to help keep the campuses and the faculty,
staff, and students to feel connected to one another even amidst lockdowns. The most
commons words/phrases/hashtags within this time period were #GeorgiaSouthern,
#EagleNation, #TrueBlueAtHome, COVID-19 pandemic, Georgia Southern, and
#ArmstrongCampus. See figure below for the amount of times each word/phrase/hashtag
was used.
Figure 7
The number of most common words/phrases/hashtags through email from March to April
in 2020
Word/phrase/hashtag

Number of Occurrences

#GeorgiaSouthern

6
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Georgia Southern

5

#ArmstrongCampus

4

COVID-19 pandemic

4

#EagleNation

4

#TrueBlueAtHome

4

The tweets resemble those of the first time period but are slightly different in the
hashtags that were used. The most common words/phrases/hashtags within this time
period were Eagles, #EaglesDoRight, face coverings, #Eagles, #EagleNation,
#GeorgiaSouthern, and COVID-19. See figure below for the amount of times each
word/phrase/hashtag was used.
Figure 8
The number of most common words/phrases through email from July to August in 2020
Word/phrase/hashtag

Number of Occurrences

#EagleNation

10

#Eagles

7

Eagles

5

#EaglesDoRight

5

Face Coverings

5

#GeorgiaSouthern

5

Discussion
The focus of this research is to analyze the way Georgia Southern University
handled COVID-19 through a public relations perspective looking through the lens of the
discourse of renewal theory. To analyze this, this research has collected the
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communication the University sent out to faculty, staff, students, and the public through
email and social media. This data will be used to answer the three research questions:
how did the University apply the discourse of renewal theory to speak to the students,
faculty, and staff regarding COVID-19, how did the University use its email system to
communicate with the students, faculty, and staff, and how did the University use its
social media accounts to communicate with the students, faculty, and staff?
Research Question 1
The first research question is how did the University apply the discourse of
renewal theory to speak to the students, faculty, and staff regarding COVID-19? As
stated in the literature review, the discourse of renewal theory focuses on using a crisis as
a positive thing which creates the opportunity to show the public how your organization
can grow. The discourse of renewal theory focuses on four different categories:
engagement with the community and stakeholders, prospective foci on learning and
growing, efficient communication that is provisional and genuine, and an emphasis on
organizational culture and values” (Xu, 2018, p. 117).
The first category is engagement with the community and stakeholders, which
involves prioritizing the needs of stakeholders and the community in order to have a
strong foundation to move forward on (Xu, 2018). For the time period of March to April
of 2020, the words/phrases that the University communicated with the faculty, staff and
students through email were: Be responsible and courteous to others and stay home if you
are sick or experiencing symptoms, Respect personal space when greeting others and during
conversations, Be mindful of those in high risk populations such as those with underlying
health conditions and the elderly, Follow CDC and DPH guidance on personal and business
travel to avoid increasing your risk and that of others, incubation period of COVID-19 is 2-14
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days, with an average period of 5 days, symptoms include coughing, fever and shortness of

breath, Optum, UHCSR (UnitedHealthcare, Student Resources, and Cares). All of these
words/phrases prioritized the needs of the stakeholders and community because it gave them
essential, precautionary information regarding COVID-19. The University communicated to
faculty, students, and staff multiple times when the pandemic first hit ways they could keep
themselves and others safe. Due to the University moving to online halfway through the
spring semester, the University gave students refunds depending on what payment plan they
had. Those in student housing and who had meal plans got refunded for the amount of time
students were not able to access those resources. The University also sent out information on
Optum, UHCSR, and CARES, which are different healthcare organizations that can provide
help, guidance, and service to faculty, staff, and students during the pandemic. While CARES
was only mentioned once, it was added into this section since it was the specific center that
Georgia Southern created for faculty, staff, and students to get COVID-19 information from
as well as the place faculty, staff, and students went to confirm a positive case. See figure
below for the amount of times each word/phrase was used.
Figure 9
The number of times words/phrases were used in email from March to April 2020 that
correlate with prioritizing the needs of stakeholders and the community

Word/phrase

Number of Occurrences

Optum

4

UHCSR

4

be mindful…

3

be responsible…

3
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incubation period…

3

respect…

3

follow CDC and DPH guidance

2

student refunds

2

symptoms include…

2

CARES

1

For the time period of July to August of 2020 regarding the email communication
sent correlating with prioritizing the needs of stakeholders and the community, the
words/phrases were a little different. The words/phrases were the different variations of
CARES (see appendix A), Georgia Southern’s Health Services Center, children, the different
variations of Building a Better U (Building a Better U and BBU), flexible, childcare needs,
mental health services, and Georgia Southern’s Counseling Center. This time period had
more variations and uses of CARES because this is when students were back on campus and
when this service was highly needed. Students were directed to CARES for all information
regarding COVID-19, to confirm a positive case, and in most cases, to get excused from
classes due to COVID-19. Building a Better U was a training course for professors to train
them on their responsibilities during return to campus. Flexible was used in allowing faculty
and staff to create flexible schedules since the University understood that these were
challenging times for all and that some might not be able to put in the same amount of work
during the pandemic as they did before. Childcare and children were used when the
University offered flexible time to those who had children and childcare needs due to school
closures. Mental health services and Georgia Southern's Counseling Center were promoted at
this time because the University understood the impact that the pandemic and extended
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isolation had on faculty, staff, and students. See the figure below for the amount of times
these words/phrases were used during this time period.
Figure 10
The number of times words/phrases were used in email from July to August 2020 that
correlate with prioritizing the needs of stakeholders and the community

Word/phrase

Number of Occurrences

different variations of CARES

35

Building a Better U

6

children

6

mental health services

6

flexible

5

childcare needs

2

Georgia Southern’s Counseling Center

2
2

Georgia Southern’s Health Services Center

For the time period of March to April of 2020, the words/phrases/hashtags the
University communicated with the faculty, staff and students through social media
platforms that correlated with prioritizing the needs of stakeholders and the community
were: Georgia Southern Counseling Center, #MondayMotivation, Statesboro Campus
Counseling Center, different variation of Student Wellness and Health Promotion
Associate Director Michelle Martin (Student Wellness and Health Promotion Associate
Director Michelle Martin and GS Student Wellness, Health Promotion Associate Director
Michelle Martin, Associate Director of Student Wellness and Health Promotion Michele
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Martin and GS Student Wellness and Health Promotion), University Health Services
medical director Dr. Brian Deloach, Statesboro Campus Counseling Center, and Georgia
Southern Counseling Center, Wellness Wednesday, and #WellnessWednesday.
#MondayMotivation, Wellness Wednesday, and #WellnessWednesday were different
ways the University was trying to encourage faculty, staff, and students to stay positive
while isolated and away from campus. The University was trying to prioritize the mental
health of its faculty, staff, and students. Another thing the University did in an attempt to
prioritize mental and physical health was to promote the Student Wellness and Health
Promotion, University Health Services, Statesboro Campus Counseling Center. The
University was highlighting the institutions and people it had in place to aid faculty, staff,
and students get through this pandemic physically and mentally. See the figure below for
the amount of times these words/phrases/hashtags were said on all social media platforms
during this time period.
Figure 11
The number of times words/phrases/hashtags were used on all social media platforms from
March to April that correlate with prioritizing the needs of stakeholders and the community

word/phrase/hashtag

Instagram

Facebook

Twitter

Georgia Southern
Counseling Center

0

1

0

#MondayMotivation

3

3

2

Statesboro Campus
Counseling Center

0

1

1
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Student Wellness and
Health Promotion…

1

3

0

University Health
services…

1

0

0

WellnessWednesday

1

0

0

#WellnessWednesday

2

5

1

For the time period of July to August, the words/phrases/hashtags used to
prioritize the needs of stakeholders and the community on all social media platforms
were slightly different. The words and phrases that were used during this time period
were CARES, face coverings, facial coverings, GS Student Wellness and Health
Promotion, health and safety guidelines, ##MondayMotivation, social distancing, and
#WellnessWednesday. Health and safety guidelines, social distancing, face coverings,
and facial coverings deal with updating the student body on the guidelines and
precautions that will be enforced on campus along with where to locate the face/facial
coverings that the University was providing to students. The CARES center is where
faculty, staff, and students are able to go to receive information on COVID-19 and
confirm a positive case. GS Student Wellness and Health Promotion is another way the
University is looking out for students’ health and wellbeing by giving them an avenue to
receive multiple information. #MondayMotivation and #WellnessWednesday is a way for
the University to connect and motivate faculty, staff, and students with the transition back
to campus, especially with it being different than any previous semester. See figure below
for the amount of times each word/phrase was used.
Figure 12
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The number of times words/phrases were used on all social media platforms from July to
August 2020 that correlate with prioritizing the needs of stakeholders and the community

word/phrase/hashtag

Instagram

Facebook

Twitter

CARES

0

1

1

face coverings

1

0

0

facial coverings

1

0

0

GS Student Wellness
and Health Promotion

0

2

0

health and safety
guidelines

1

0

0

#MondayMotivation

0

1

1

social distancing

1

0

0

#WellnessWednesday

0

1

1

The second category within the discourse of renewal theory is prospective foci on
learning and growing. Xu states prospective foci relates to “an organization’s ability to
translate the crisis into a learning experience” (2018, p. 117). This category is difficult for
this particular crisis because the pandemic is something that hit every organization
around the world and was unavoidable. The pandemic was not the University’s fault and
did not have the power to stop it. This section will instead focus on how the University
attempted to stop the spread of COVID-19. The words/phrases that were used within this
time period were washing your hands frequently with soap and water or an alcohol-based
hand sanitizer, covering your cough or sneeze with a disposable tissue, or if a tissue is not
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available then coughing or sneezing into your elbow, avoiding touching your eyes, nose,
and mouth with unwashed hands, staying home when you are sick, avoiding close contact
with people who are sick, cleaning and disinfecting frequently touched objects and
surfaces, depart campus, remain away from campus, suspended instruction for two
weeks, minimal staff physically on-site, remotely, telework, remote instruction, remote
education, flexible work, and social distancing. All of these word/phrases deal with how
the University attempted to stop the spread of COVID-19. Additionally, these
words/phrases deal with the precautionary guidelines the University was
implementing/suggesting such as social distancing, remote instruction, depart campus,
etc. See the figure below for the amount of times each word/phrase was used.
Figure 13
The number of times words/phrases were used in email from March to April 2020 that
correlate with prospective foci on learning and growing

Word/phrase

Number of Occurrences

avoid close contact…

1

avoiding touching…

1

cleaning…

1

covering…

1

depart campus

2

flexible work

2

minimal staff physically on-site

2

remain away from campus

2

remote education

2
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remote instruction

2

remotely

2

social distancing

2

staying…

1

suspended instruction for two weeks

2

telework

2

washing…

1

For the time period of July to August, the words are similar, however they are used
more often because it is when the University is trying to stop the spread of COVID-19 while
students are back on campus. The words/phrases used are variations of face coverings (see
appendix), variations of social distancing, zoom, google hangouts, disinfectant, self-report
test results, self-quarantine, contact tracing, contact notifications, groups, subsections,
variations of telework (telework and telework policy), flextime, and mask. Like the first time
period, the words/phrases used were precautions and guidelines to help stop the spread of
COVID-19. The context these were in were slightly different because while the last time
period was more suggestive, these are actual guidelines that the University was imposing to
ensure it had a relatively safe and healthy semester.
Figure 14
The number of times words/phrases were used in email from July to August 2020 that
correlate with prospective foci on learning and growing
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Word/phrase

Number of Occurrences

variations of social distancing

72

variations of face coverings

43

mask

22

groups

16

zoom

11

flextime

10

telework

10

contact notification

5

disinfectant

3

subsections

3

contact tracing

2

google hangouts

2

self-report test results

2

self-quarantine

2

For the time period of March to April of 2020, the phrases used on social media
were very different from those on email. The phrases used were online format and spring
commencement ceremony cancellation. Online format and Spring commencement
ceremony cancellation were used when the University went into an online format when
the state went into lockdown. See the figure below for the amount of times each phrase
was used.
Figure 15
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The number of times words/phrases were used on all social media platforms from March to
April 2020 that correlate with prospective foci on learning and growing

Phrase

Instagram

Facebook

Twitter

online format

1

0

0

spring commencement
ceremony cancellation

1

0

0

For the time period of July to August, the words/phrases/hashtags that were used
are more similar to that of the emails than the last time period. The words/phrases were
masks, variations of face coverings (face coverings and facial coverings), and variations
of social distancing (social distancing and socially distant). These words/phrases all deal
with the precautions and guidelines set in place to stop the spread and rising numbers of
COVID-19. See the figure below for the amount of times each word/phrase was used.
Figure 16
The number of times words/phrases were used on all social media platforms from July to
August 2020 that correlate with prospective foci on learning and growing

Phrase

Instagram

Facebook

Twitter

masks

0

1

2

variations of face
coverings

1

3

5

variations of social
distancing

1

3

1

The third category within the discourse of renewal theory is efficient
communication that is provisional and genuine which is defined as “genuine, natural, and
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organic, while highlighting how the organization reflects on its core values and culture
when addressing the issues and problems” (Xu, 2018, p.117). For the time period of
March to April of 2020, the words/phrases that were communicated through email that
were provisional and genuine were thank you for all you do for USG, challenging times,
uncertain time, well-being, inspired and encouraged, uneasy, unsure, and even a little
disheartened, and proud. Thank you for all you do for USG was used after the University
communicated to faculty, staff, and students the guidelines and precautions it was using
during the pandemic and thanking them for their cooperation. The University used
challenging times, uncertain times, and uneasy, unsure, and even a little disheartened to
try and show the faculty, staff, and students that this is a difficult time for everyone, and
they understand the uneasiness and frustration that everyone was feeling. Well-being was
used while the University stated their guidelines and precautions were coming from a
place of looking out for everyone’s well-being. For inspired and encouraged along with
proud, the University communicated how they were inspired/encouraged and proud of
how the faculty, staff and students handled COVID-19 and were willing to follow
guidelines and precautions. See the figure below for the amount of times each
word/phrase was used.
Figure 13
The number of times words/phrases were used in email from March to April 2020 that
correlate with efficient communication that is provisional and genuine

Word/phrase

Number of Occurrences

challenging times

4
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well-being

4

inspired and encouraged

2

proud

2

uneasy, unsure, and even a little disheartened

2

uncertain time

2

thank you for all you do for USG

1

For the time period of July to August of 2020, the communication that was
provisional and genuine within the emails the University sent out was very different.
During this time period, the University sent out communication mainly focusing on the
new guidelines the University was implementing. The word/phrase the University sent
out during this time period that was provisional and genuine was thank you. The
University would use this phrase to thank the faculty, staff, and students for welcoming
the guidelines and precautions so Georgia Southern could have a safe semester on
campus. See the figure below for the amount of times this phrase was said.
Figure 14
The number of times words/phrases were used in email from March to April 2020 that
correlate with efficient communication that is provisional and genuine

Word/phrase

Number of Occurrences

Thank you

9

For the time period of March to April of 2020, the communication that was
provisional and genuine on social media was similar to that of the emails. The
words/phrases/hashtags that were used that conveyed provisional and genuine
communication were Happy Monday, unprecedented times, uncertain times, ever-
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changing situations, and together. Happy Monday was used alongside the Monday
motivation post to try and help encourage the faculty, staff, and students to have a good
and empowering start to their week. Unprecedented times, uncertain times, and everchanging situations were used, in the same sense as the emails, to show the faculty, staff,
and students this was a difficult time for everyone, and the University understood that.
Together went hand-in-hand with the last few words to help show the faculty, staff, and
students we were all in this together. See the figure below for the amount of times each
word/phrase was used.
Figure 15
The number of times words/phrases were used on all social media platforms from March to
April 2020 that correlate with efficient communication that is provisional and genuine

word/phrase/hashtag

Instagram

Facebook

Twitter

ever-changing
situation

0

1

0

Happy Monday

1

0

0

together

0

0

2

uncertain times

0

1

1

unprecedented times

2

3

0

For the time period of July to August, the words/phrases were very different
because at this point, the world was six months into this pandemic and phrases such as
uncertain times and unprecedented times were used significantly less. The word that was

39
used during this time period that conveyed communication that was genuine and
provisional was together. This, like in the last time period, was used to show that the
University was with its faculty, staff, and students and they would figure out this new
way of teaching/learning together. See the figure below for the amount of times this word
was used.
Figure 16
The number of times words/phrases were used on all social media platforms from July to
August 2020 that correlate with efficient communication that is provisional and genuine

Word

Instagram

Facebook

Twitter

together

0

3

1

The fourth category of the discourse of renewal theory is emphasizing the
organization's culture and core values. For the time period of March to April of 2020, the
phrase communicated through email that emphasized the University’s culture and core
values was Eagle Nation. The University used this to emphasize the community and
“culture” the University had created and how they wanted to maintain and protect this
throughout the pandemic. See the figure below for the amount of times the phrase was
used.
Figure 17
The number of times the phrase was used in email from March to April 2020 that emphasizes
the University’s culture and core values.
Phrase

Number of Occurrences

40

Eagle Nation

2

For the time period of July to August of 2020, the communication sent through
email that emphasized the University’s culture and values was different because it was
the start of the in-person new school year with a bunch of new guidelines faculty, staff,
and students had to follow. The University was reminding the faculty, staff, and students
of what Georgia Southern means to many and the values it holds. The words/phrases that
were used within this time period were campus community, campus community
members, Eagle Nation, community safe, variations of LiveSafe (LiveSafe and LiveSafe
app), and Do Right. Campus community, campus community members, and Eagle Nation
were used to show the “culture” of Georgia Southern and how we are all connected to
each other through community, not just a University. The University used community
safe, variations of LiveSafe and Do Right to show off the values of the University.
Community safe and LiveSafe were both used in context to the community’s safety
throughout the pandemic. LiveSafe was an app the University used to check students into
events and have them disclose if they were symptomatic or had been around anyone
symptomatic. Do Right, a popular motto by Erk Russell (the first head football coach of
Georgia Southern), was used within the University's campaign to increase masks usage
(Georgia Southern University Athletics, 2017). It played on the University’s values and
asked faculty, staff, and students to Do Right by those values. See the figure below for the
amount of times each word/phrase was used.
Figure 18
The number of times the phrase was used in email from July to August 2020 that emphasizes
the University’s culture and core values.
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Word/phrase

Number of Occurrences

variations of LiveSafe

8

Campus Community

4

Do Right

4

Community safe

3

Campus Community Members

2

Eagle Nation

2

For the time period of March to April of 2020, the communication on social media
platforms that emphasized the University’s culture and core values was similar to that of the
emails, but there were more words/phrases they used. The words/phrase/hashtags that were
used were #EagleNation, Eagle Nation, #GoEagles, #TrueBlueAtHome, Future Eagles,
#GATA, True Blue Pride, #eagles, Eagle Pride, #TrueBlue, #WeAreEagleNation, University
community, variations of community (community and communities), and True Blue Pride
alive. All of these words/phrases/hashtags are used to show the community and culture of
Georgia Southern. The University is using these words/phrases/hashtags to show the faculty,
staff, and students that this is the same Georgia Southern and “Eagle Nation '' even if
everyone is isolated. See the figure below for the amount of times each word/phrase/hashtag
was used.
Figure 19
The number of times the phrase was used on all social media platforms from March to April
2020 that emphasizes the University’s culture and core values.

word/phrase/hashtag

Instagram

Facebook

Twitter

#Eagles

0

1

3
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Eagle Nation

4

4

2

#EagleNation

3

7

4

Eagle Pride

0

1

1

Future Eagles

0

2

2

#GATA

0

1

0

#GoEagles

0

1

1

#TrueBlue

0

1

1

0

7

4

True Blue Pride

0

1

1

True Blue pride alive

0

0

1

University
community

0

0

1

variations of
community

0

0

2

#WeAreEagleNation

1

1

1

#TrueBlueAtHome

For the time period of July to August of 2020, the words/phrases/hashtags that were
used on social media that emphasized the University’s culture and values were very similar to
that of the first time period. The words/phrases/hashtags that were used were Eagle Pride,
#DoRight, #EaglesDoRight, #EagleNation, Do Right, #TrueBlue, campus community,
#statesborocampus, #armstrongcampus, #goeagles, #georgiasouthern, #TrueBlueAtHome,
Eagles, variations of campus (campus and campuses), variations of community (community
and communities), #Eagles, Eagle Nation, #StatesboroBlues, University community,
#OurHouse, and GUS. All of these words/phrases/hashtags are to help show faculty, staff,
and students that the “culture” of Georgia Southern is still intact. This time period also uses
Do Right and #DoRight more frequently expresses the University’s core value of protecting
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the community. See the figure below for the amount of times each word/phrase/hashtag was
used.
Figure 20
The number of times the phrase was used on all social media platforms from July to August
2020 that emphasizes the University’s culture and core values.

word/phrase/hashtag

Instagram

Facebook

Twitter

#armstrongcampus

1

0

0

campus community

1

1

0

Do Right

2

0

0

#DoRight

1

2

2

Eagles

0

6

5

#Eagles

0

2

7

#EaglesDoRight

2

9

5
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Eagle Nation

1

1

2

#EagleNation

4

3

10

Eagle Pride

1

1

1

#GeorgiaSouthern

4

0

0

#GoEagles

1

0

1

GUS

0

0

1

#OurHouse

0

0

1

#statesborocampus

3

0

0

#StatesboroBlues

0

1

1

#TrueBlue

6

3

3

#TrueBlueAtHome

2

1

1

University
Community

0

2

0

variations of campus

0

8

0

variations of
community

0

4

6

Research Question 2
The second research question is how did the University use its email system to

communicate with the students, faculty, and staff? The discourse of renewal categories
that the emails utilize the most are the needs of stakeholders and the community along
with prospective foci that is provisional and genuine. Through the numbers that were
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recorded in both of these categories, it is evident that the emails focused on getting
valuable information out to faculty, staff, and students throughout the pandemic. The first
time period focused on sending out the new and updated information on COVID-19
along with updating the faculty, staff, and students how the University would respond to
it. The University also shared helpful information on how to protect yourself and others
from COVID-19. The second time period focused on informing faculty, staff, and
students on how the new semester would be run in-person. This time period also focused
on sharing helpful information on how to protect yourself and others from COVID-19,
but it was more focused on how to do this on campus. This time period also highlighted
all of the things the University was doing, such as the CARES center, to help faculty,
staff, and students. While the emails did heavily focus on the first two sections of the
discourse of renewal theory, there were other points in which it was lacking. The main
one was the amount of phrases that had multiple variations of such as the different
variations of social distancing (social distancing, social distancing guidelines, and six feet
social distancing), face coverings (face coverings, cloth face coverings, appropriate face
coverings, appropriate use of face masks/coverings, and mask), and return to campus
(return to campus, return to campus information, return to campus phased-in plan, return
to campus plan, and return to campus operations). Coombs (2015a) states that “the
organization must deliver consistent messages to stakeholders…consistency is essential
to building the credibility of the response” (p. 133). In creating inconsistent messages, an
organization can hurt its credibility along with confusing the target audience. By having
five different ways to say return to campus, the faculty and staff might be confused on
whether or not each phrase means the same thing or if they are all different. This is the
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same for face coverings. By having five different ways to say face coverings, the faculty,
staff, and students might be confused on if they all mean the same thing or if the
University is constantly forming new rules and guidelines for their face covering policy.
Research Question 3
The third research question is how did the University use its social media accounts

to communicate with the students, faculty, and staff? The discourse of renewal category
that was most used on social media was that of culture and values. On social media, the
University tried to highlight all of the things that made Georgia Southern “Eagle Nation”
and allow faculty, staff, and students to feel connected even throughout the pandemic.
The first time period focused on allowing the University to feel connected with one
another, even while most were away from campus and even Statesboro. The second time
period focused on making the faculty, staff, and students feel like this was the same
“Eagle Nation” that it was before COVID-19. The University tried to highlight all of the
things that make Georgia Southern so special to the faculty, staff, and students. Like the
emails, the social media post was also inconsistent in some phrases they stated such as
Student Wellness and Health Promotion Associate Director Michelle Martin, Associate
Director of Student Wellness and Health Promotion Michele Martin, and GS Student
Wellness and Health Promotion Associate Director Michele Martin. While this one does
not pertain as important information, it is still an inconsistency that the University has
posted. Lin, Spence, Sellnow, and Lachlan (2016), mention the importance of fully
integrating social media into crisis communication. They have a section dedicated to
hashtag usage stating, “During the pre-crisis stage and after the trigger event emergency
agencies will promote a hashtag to use for acquiring information” (p. 603). Within the
social media posts, the University utilized a lot of hashtags. Some were to acquire
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information such as #EaglesDoRight (the campaign that dug into school spirit and loyalty
to get faculty, staff, and students to learn and implement the COVID-19 guidelines and
precautions). Some were motivational such as #MotivationMonday and
#WellnessWednesday designed to help others get through the pandemic. However, most
were to make the faculty, staff, and students feel connected and allow them to post and
use the hashtag such as #EagleNation, #TrueBlue, and #TrueBlueaAtHome.
Limitations
Due to the amount of emails and social media posts that were sent out from the
University during COVID-19, this research focused on two time periods. Those periods
were from March to April of 2020 when the University first went to remote/online
learning due to the pandemic and that of July to August of 2020 when faculty, staff, and
students were permitted back on campus. Due to the parameters of the rhetorical analysis,
there could have been common words/phrases/hashtags the University used that were
communicated outside of the two time periods that were analyzed. Due to this study
being conducted a few months after the emails and social media posts were published,
there is also the chance that certain emails and social media posts were deleted.
Future Research
This research was something very new since it was conducted within two years of
the start of the pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic was a crisis unlike anything in recent
history and was something that hit many organizations all over the world. The future
research for this crisis can expand its study by looking into more sources such as how
local newspapers handled and perceived the response of the University. Future research
could also conduct interviews with faculty, staff, and students to understand their
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personal experiences with COVID-19 and how the University handled the situation.
Future research could also expand this study and study multiple universities at a time and
compare the different responses to understand what worked versus what didn’t work.
Conclusion
This research studied the way in which Georgia Southern University handled
COVID-19 through a public relations perspective. The research analyzed the University’s
response through the discourse of renewal lens. Xu (2018) states the “discourse of
renewal represents a shift of mindset regarding a crisis” (p. 109). This theory involves
seeing the crisis as an opportunity to grow as an organization and to show the public this
growth rather than seeing this as a thing to ruin a company. There are four categories to
the discourse of renewal theory which are engagement with the community and
stakeholders, prospective foci on learning and growing, efficient communication that is
provisional and genuine, and an emphasis on organizational culture and values. To
analyze how the University utilized each category, the research was broken into two time
periods. The first time period was from March to April of 2020 when the University first
went into remote/online learning and the second time period was from July to August
when faculty, staff, and students came back for in-person/hybrid classes. Within these
two time periods, the University’s emails and social media posts were analyzed in order
to see how it used the discourse of renewal theory. In order to do this a codebook was
created that dialogued the most common words/phrases/hashtags that were
communicated through email or social media posts within the two time periods. The
research found that the University utilized each category of the discourse of renewal
theory with the emails focusing on engagement with the community and stakeholders and

49
prospective foci on learning and growing. However, the social media posts emphasized
the organization's culture and values the most. Overall, the University utilized all areas of
the discourse of renewal theory and had the emails focused on one aspect of the theory
while the social media posts focused on another.
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Appendix
Email part 1
• Coronavirus: 9
• Confirmed cases: 2
• Georgia Department of Public Health: 8
• Coronavirus Disease 2019: 2
• COVID-19: 29
• Closely monitor:2
• CDC: 22
• University System of Georgia: 11
• Emergency response plan: 2
• Level 3:4
• Nonessential travel: 2
• Warning level 3: 3
• China: 2
• 14 days: 2
• Flu: 2
• Flu-like symptoms: 2
• Flu vaccine: 4
• Reduce the spread of the flu, coronavirus, and other respiratory viruses: 1
• Washing your hands frequently with soap and water or an alcohol-based hand
sanitizer:1
•

covering your cough or sneeze with a disposable tissue, or if a tissue is not
available then coughing or sneezing into your elbow:1

•

avoiding touching your eyes, nose, and mouth with unwashed hands: 1

•

staying home when you are sick: 1

•

avoiding close contact with people who are sick: 1

•

Avoid close contact with people who are sick: 1

•

cleaning and disinfecting frequently touched objects and surfaces: 1

•
•
•
•
•
•

Respond as necessary: 2
Folio: 3
Governor’s Coronavirus Task Force: 2
Governor’s Executive Orders: 2
26 USG institutions: 2
face-to-face: 4

•

Be responsible and courteous to others and stay home if you are sick or
experiencing symptoms: 3
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•

Respect personal space when greeting others and during conversations: 3

•

Be mindful of those in high risk populations such as those with underlying health
conditions and the elderly: 3

•

Follow CDC and DPH guidance on personal and business travel to avoid
increasing your risk and that of others: 2

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

incubation period of COVID-19 is 2-14 days, with an average period of 5 days: 3
Symptoms include coughing, fever, and shortness of breath: 2
mild to moderate symptoms: 3
widespread outbreaks: 3
older than 60: 2
chronic health conditions: 3
Travel Health Notice: 4
Italy, South Korea, China, and Iran: 1
Europe, South Korea, China, and Iran: 2
practice good preventive measures: 3
community members: 5
Thank you for all you do for USG: 1

•
•
•

•

depart campus: 2
remain away from campus: 2
the responsibility to make prudent and well-informed choices for the well-being
of our campus communities and the public: 2
register their travel information: 2
Travelers: 7
flu-like symptoms: 2
Suspended instruction for two weeks: 2
Eagle Nation: 2
NOT being asked to move out of their residence halls for the remainder of the
semester: 2
USG has suspended all non-essential travel: 2
continue to assess the current situation regarding coronavirus (COVID-19) in
Georgia: 2
wise decision about travel plans: 2

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Provide guidance: 3
minimal staff physically on-site: 2
continuity of certain services: 2
spring commencement: 2
consistent with academic standards: 2
pick-up only service: 2
online-only learning: 2

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

57
•
•
•

USG Student Health Insurance Plan (SHIP): 2
Telehealth services: 3
Optum: 4
UHCSR (UnitedHealthcare Student Resources: 4
• student refunds: 2
• Remotely: 2
• Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: 2
• Georgia Department of Public Health:9
• Telework: 2
• Challenging times: 4
• Uncertain time: 2
• Well-being: 4
• Remote instruction: 2
• Remote education: 2
• Flexible work: 2
• Social distancing: 2
• FAQ: 8
• MyHelp: 2
• Inspired and encouraged: 2
• Shelter in place: 2
• Resources: 11
• Health services: 3
• Federal stimulus packages: 2
• CARES: 1
• uneasy, unsure, and even a little disheartened: 2
• proud: 2

Email part 2
• Return to campus phased-in plan: 10
• Return to campus plans: 13
• Initial Return to campus plan: 9
• Return to campus information: 2
• Return to campus: 4
• Return to campus operations: 2
• Face coverings: 21
• cloth face covering: 13
• Appropriate face coverings: 6
• FAQs: 15
• COVID-19 pandemic: 3
• COVID-19: 20
• COVID-19 illness: 1
• COVID-19 testing: 2
• COVID-19 symptomatic students: 2
• COVID-19 symptoms: 4
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

COVID:19 self-reporting: 5
COVID-19 information and resources page: 1
COVID-19 information and resources: 3
COVID-19 positive case: 1
COVID-19 related symptoms: 1
COVID-19 health check: 2
COVID-19 advisory panel: 2
COVID-19 guidelines: 1
COVID-19 reopening: 2
COVID-19 response page: 3
COVID-19 cases: 3
COVID-19 related questions: 5
COVID-19 exposure: 3
COVID-19 related academic, employment and on-campus notification needs: 5
COVID-19 diagnosis: 1
COVID-19 support system: 1
COVID-19 positive test results: 1
COVID-19 questions: 1
COVID-19 reporting: 1
COVID-19 related issues: 1
Social distancing: 52
Social distancing guidelines: 5
Six feet social distancing: 15
Operation move-in: 6
Check-in: 11
Public health guidelines: 6
Zoom: 11
Google Hangouts: 2
New territory: 2
“face-to-face”: 11
appropriate use of face masks/coverings: 3
Phase 2: 2
Phase 3: 10
Hangouts: 2
In-person: 21
Virtual experiences: 1
International students: 6
Office of international student admissions and programs: 2
CARES center: 23
CARES team members: 3
CARES team: 2
CARRES center self-reporting form: 1
CARES center self- reporting tool: 2
Georgia Southern Cares Center: 1
Positive test results: 3
Division of Facilities Services (DFS: 1
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Disinfectant: 3
Human Resources: 9
HR: 11
step-by-step guide: 3
self-report test results: 2
self-quarantine: 2
MyGS mobile app: 4
MyGeorgiaSouthern portal: 7
Campus community: 4
campus community members: 2
contact tracing: 2
contact notification: 5
GS mobile app.: 2
streamline communications: 4
COVID-19 Answers, Resources, Evaluation and Self-reporting: 3
resources for your COVID-19 related academic, employment and on-campus
notification needs: 3
Georgia Sothern’s Health Services Center: 2
rapid test results: 2
Georgia Southern faculty, staff, students, and visitors: 4
Faculty, staff, students, and visitors: 10
Face coverings are not required in one’s own dorm room or suite, when alone in
an enclosed office or study room, or in campus outdoor settings where social
distancing requirements are met: 7
The mask or cloth face covering is not a substitute for social distancing and
should be considered as just one precaution people should take to ensure our
community remains healthy: 2
classroom management expertise and training: 2
Groups: 16
Subsections: 3
Employees: 24
Employee: 6
Telework: 8
Flextime: 10
telework policy: 2
Children: 6
Gus: 3
Building a Better U (BBU): 2
BBU: 4
campus outdoor settings: 8
changing environment: 2
State of the University Address: 4
university community: 2
flexible: 5
Eagle Nation: 2
community safe: 3
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

LiveSafe app: 6
LiveSafe: 2
childcare needs: 2
precautions: 5
ADA Accommodation: 2
Statesboro campus: 12
Armstrong campus: 9
Sun Belt: 2
The Sun Belt Conference: 7
University housing: 2
health organizations: 2
mental health services: 6
Georgia Southern’s Counseling Center: 2
attendance verification: 8
attendance verification quiz: 6
instructor: 11
Eagle Dining: 10
temperature checked: 3
mask: 22
Weeks of Welcome (W.O.W): 4
W.O.W.: 8
Georgia Emergency Management Agency (GEMA): 2
local ordinances: 2
Do Right: 4
Thank you: 9

Instagram Part 1
• #Monday motivation: 3
• Happy Monday: 1
• #Eagle nation: 3
• Wellness Wednesday: 1
• Student Wellness and Health Promotion Associate Director Michelle Martin: 1
• #WellnessWednesday: 2
• Eagle nation: 4
• COVID-19: 1
• University Health services medical director Dr. Brian Deloach: 1
• University community: 1
• President Kyle Marrero: 3
• Faculty, staff, and students: 1
• Spring semester: 1
• Online format:1
•
#trueblue
• Unprecedented times:2
• #WeAreEagleNation: 1
• Spring commencement ceremony cancellation: 1
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•
•
•
•

CDC:1
DPH:1
University system of Georgia institutions: 1
Unprecedented and challenging times: 1

Instagram part 2
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Eagle pride:1
Health and safety guidelines:1
Social distancing: 1
Face coverings:1
#DoRight: 1
#EaglesDoRight: 2
#EagleNation: 4
Do right: 2
#trueBlue:6
Campus community: 1
Facial coverings: 1
Eagle nation: 1
#statesborocampus:3
#armstrongcampus: 1
#goeagles: 1
#georgiasouthern: 4
#trueblueathome: 2

Facebook part 1
• Summer classes: 1
• #GeorgiaSouthern: 3
• #GoEagles: 1
• Statesboro Campus Counseling Center: 1
• #Wellnesswednesday: 5
• #EagleNation: 7
• #Mondaymotivation: 3
• COVID-19 pandemic: 6
• Eagles: 9
• #TrueBlueAtHome: 7
• Future Eagles; 2
• Associate Director of Student Wellness and Health Promotion Michele Martin: 1
• #TrueBlueandSleepytoo
• Georgia Southern: 8
•
#GATA: 1
• True Blue pride: 1
• #Armstrongcampus: 3
• GS Student Wellness and Health Promotion Associate Director Michele Martin: 1
• Uncertain times: 1
• University System of Georgia: 2
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Georgia Southern University: 3
26 USG institutions: 1
Georgia southern faculty: 1
Mygeorgiasouthern portal: 1
Spring grads: 1
Virtual Commencement Ceremony: 1
Spring 2020 commencement
#EaglesCount: 1
Eagle Nation: 4
President Kyle Marrero: 3
#eagles: 1
Eagle pride: 1
Unprecedented times: 3
Georgia Southern Counseling Center: 1
COVID-19: 2
GS student wellness and health promotion: 1
#TrueBlue: 1
CDC: 2
DPH guidance: 1
Department of Public Health: 1
#WeAreEagleNation:1
University System of Georgia Institution: 1
Coronavirus: 1
Coronavirus Disease 2019: 1
Ever-changing situation: 1
#StatesboroCampus: 1
University community:1
Georgia Southern University College of Education: 2

Facebook part 2
• COVID-19: 3
• #EaglesDoRight: 9
• Eagles: 6
• #DoRight: 2
• Campus: 5
• Campuses: 3
• Together: 3
• Communities: 1
• Eagle Pride: 1
• Social distancing: 2
• Face coverings: 1
• Campus community: 1
• Statesboro: 1
• Socially distant: 1
• #EagleNation: 3
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

#Eagles: 2
Eagle Nation: 1
Georgia Southern University: 1
Gus: 1
#StatesboroCampus: 2
#StatesboroBlues: 1
Georgia Southern: 2
University System of Georgia: 2
Georgia Emergency management Agency: 1
MyGeorgiaSouthern portal: 1
COVID-19 pandemic: 3
CARES: 1
MyGS mobile app: 1
University community: 2
GS Student Wellness and Health Promotion: 2
#MondayMotivation: 1
Georgia Southern’s Division of Facilities Services: 1
Staff in the Division of Facilities Services: 1
#TrueBlue: 3
Community; 3
Masks: 1
MyGeorgiaSouthern portal: 2
#georgiasouthern: 1
#Goeagles
University System of Georgia Institutions: 1
Face covering: 2
#TrueBlueattHome:
#WellnessWednesday: 1
Coronavirus: 1
#Armstrong Campus: 1

Twitter Part 1
• Future eagles: 2
• #GeorgiaSoutthern:6
• President Kyle Marrero: 3
• COVID-19: 2
• University community: 1
• #EagleNation: 4
• #MondayMotivation: 2
• #TrueBlueAtHome: 4
• Statesboro Campus Counseling Center: 1
• #WellnessWednesday: 1
• Together: 2
• Eagles: 4
• COVID-19 pandemic: 4
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Uncertain times: 1
University System of Georgia: 1
Georgia Southern University: 2
26 USG institutions: 1
#GoEagles: 1
Communities: 1
Georgia Southern: 5
Community: 1
#ArmstrongCampus: 4
#Eagles: 3
Eagle pride: 1
True Blue pride alive: 1
#TrueBLue: 1
Eagle Nation: 2
#WeareEagleNation: 1
Coronavirus (COVID-19) update: 1

Twitter part 2
• Eagles: 5
•
Communities: 2
• #EaglesDoRight: 5
• #DoRight: 2
• Together: 1
• Eagle Pride: 1
• Social distancing: 1
• Face coverings:5
• #Eagles: 7
• Community: 4
• Statesboro: 1
• #EagleNation: 10
•
#GeorgiaSouthern: 5
• Operation Move-in: 1
• Eagle Nation: 2
• Georgia Southern University: 1
• GUS: 1
• COVID-19: 5
• #StatesboroCampus: 2
• #StatesboroBlues: 1
• Georgia Southern:1
• University System of Georgia: 1
• Georgia Emergency Management Agency: 1
• COVID-19 pandemic: 2
• CARES: 1
• #MotivattionMonday: 1
• Division of Facilities Services: 2
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

#TrueBlue: 3
Masks: 2
#goeagles: 1
#TrueBLueAtHome:1
#OurHouse: 1
#WellnessWednesday: 1
#ArmstrongCampus: 1

